
“Hope dies, action begins?”
The role of hope for proactive
sustainability engagement
among university students

Mathilde Vandaele
Institute of Geography and Sustainability, Lausanne University,

Lausanne, Switzerland, and

Sanna Stålhammar
Department of Landscape Architecture, Planning and Management,

Swedish University of Agricultural Sciences, Alnarp, Sweden

Abstract
Purpose – Education in sustainability science is largely ignorant of the implications of the environmental
crisis on inner dimensions, including mindsets, beliefs, values and worldviews. Increased awareness of the
acuteness and severity of the environmental and climate crisis has caused a contemporary spread of
hopelessness among younger generations. This calls for a better understanding of potential generative forces
of hope in the face of climate change. This paper aims to uncover strategies for fostering constructive hope
among students.
Design/methodology/approach – This study examines, through qualitative interviews, the
characteristics of constructive hope amongst proactive students enrolled in university programs related to
global environmental challenges. Constructive hope describes a form of hope leading to sustained emotional
stability and proactive engagement through both individual and collective actions.
Findings – The findings are presented according to four characteristics of constructive hope: goal,
pathway thinking, agency thinking and emotional reinforcement. This shows how students perceive the
importance of: collaboratively constructing and empowering locally grounded objectives; reinforcing trust
in the collective potential and external actors; raising students’ perceived self-efficacy through practical
applications; teaching different coping strategies related to the emotional consequences of education on
students’well-being.
Originality/value – We outline practical recommendations for educational environments to
encourage and develop constructive hope at multiple levels of university education, including
structures, programs, courses and among students’ interactions. We call for practitioners to connect
theoretical learning and curriculum content with practice, provide space for emotional expressions,
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release the pressure from climate anxiety, and to foster a stronger sense of community among
students.

Keywords Sustainability transformation, Pro-environmental behavior, Climate anxiety,
Constructive hope, Sustainability science education, Curriculum development

Paper type Research paper

1. Introduction
1.1 Education in times of despair
Anxiety is raising as messages of how anthropogenic environmental impact often is
paired with no implementable solution in the individual sphere (Pihkala, 2020; IPCC,
2018). Dystopian climate change future scenarios are connected with the rise of
negative emotions (Nolen-Hoeksema, 2000), such as anger, a sense of guilt and
hopelessness. Young adults are on average less fatalistic about mitigating climate
change, but they lack perceived self-efficacy with regards to their personal engagement
(Corner et al., 2015). They have a propensity for negative emotions in relation to global
environmental problems, and especially to hopelessness in relation to climate change
(Persson et al., 2011; Threadgold, 2012; Ojala, 2015). These emotions do not
systematically translate into positive collective actions (Ellis, 2004), and youth tend to
frame action in the context of climate change and socioenvironmental challenges in
terms of an individual rather than collective process (Kenis and Mathijs, 2012; Tayne
et al., 2021). The substantial rise of youth engagement in environmental movements,
such as Fridays for Future (Wallis and Loy, 2021) and Extinction Rebellion (Furlong
and Vignoles, 2020), demonstrates a shift in this trend. The idea of hope as a motivator
has however been subject to criticism among environmental activists, like Greta
Thunberg [1] and Extinction Rebellion given their motto: “Hope dies, action begins”.
While this refers to hope as a source of inaction or a type of blind optimism, there is a
need for a more nuanced way to understand to what extent hope relates to action.

Among the group of young adults, a subcluster of university students are
particularly vulnerable to develop a lack of hope, due to their regular exposure to
sensitive information about the global state of the world and its future (Wamsler, 2020).
The relationships between education for sustainability, hope and a propensity for
proactive engagement among youth is still understudied (Selby and Kagawa, 2015).
Education about global issues can increase student’s negative emotions (Taber and
Taylor, 2009), and students enrolled in programs related to climate change and other
global environmental problems demonstrate a high level of worry (Ojala, 2007a). Given
the critical role of students in university programs for sustainable developments as
change agents and leaders in policymaking, research, communication, education and
activism (Neubauer and Calame, 2017), it is essential to explore factors that foster their
proactive engagement. This includes factors that ensure long-term ability to create
alternative visions of the future, to cooperate to enforce sustainability at multiple levels
of society (Otto et al., 2020) and to teach the implementation of transformative theory in
practice (Leichenko et al., 2021). This study contributes to the understanding of how
hope can be fostered in education for sustainable development. While most studies
about constructive hope in education focus on children or teenagers in primary and
high school education (Kerret et al., 2020; Ojala, 2017), this paper targets university
students enrolled in programs related to global environmental problems and explores
how hope could lead them to proactive environmental engagement.
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To encourage students to undertake transformative action for sustainability is one of the
main aims and preoccupations of Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) (Barth et al.,
2016; UNESCO, 2019). The Agenda 2030 goals in higher education require major changes
not only in campus operations and practices but also in teaching models (Leal Filho et al.,
2019). Higher education institutions have a crucial role to play in sustainable development,
through knowledge creation and dissemination, spread from local applications to regional
and global spheres and the promotion of lifelong interdisciplinary learning processes with
critical and systemic thinking (Berchin et al., 2021). The implementation of ESD requires
paying attention to each student’s individual processes, including the different stages of
knowledge acquisition, critical analysis, personal and collective commitment, proactivity
and how cognitive and socioemotional learning develops certain tipping points for
transformative action (Griebeler et al., 2021; Lambrechts et al., 2013). Research into ESD
points to the need for also considering the inner dimensions to understand how students
become agents for change in a learning community, i.e. mindsets, beliefs, values, worldviews
and paradigms (Ives et al., 2020; Wamsler, 2019; Walsh et al., 2020).

1.2 What is hope?
There is no consensus on the definition and characteristics of hope as an academic concept
(Webb, 2007). We understand it as a “goal-directed thinking, in which people appraise their
capability to produce workable routes to goals (pathway thinking) along with their potential
to initiate and sustain movement via a pathway (agency thinking)” (Snyder, 1989, p. 143).
Hope can be understood to have both cognitive and emotional components. The cognitive
component of hope enables one to construct and act upon ways to reach desired goals
(Snyder, 2000). The emotional dimension is the empowering force that one reflects on further
in relation to pathway and agency thinking, and motivates action in a contexts of uncertain
outcomes (McGeer, 2004). In this paper, we draw on Ojala (2012b) to further explore the
notion of constructive hope in the face of climate change as experienced in sustainability
education. By helping to regulate students’ worry in the face of climate change, hope
promotes awareness raising, knowledge learning and action competence development
(Ojala, 2012c). Hope is here seen as an essential strategy for coping with despair by sparking
the idea that the future is possible to shape, which provides individuals with a sense of
empowerment when considering the potential to collaboratively influence their future
(Debaise and Stengers, 2016). This sense of collective agency, which is central to ESD, can be
fostered by skills of visualization of alternative futures (Sass et al., 2020; Smith and
Stevenson, 2017).

By constructive hope, we refer to a form of hope fostering long-term, proactive
environmental engagement at the collective (e.g. political engagement, participation in social
movements, organizational change) and individual (e.g. lifestyle choices, individual actions)
level. Past research shows that from a behavioral perspective, hope appears as an essential
component for engaging individuals in solving global problems (Snyder, 2000). Others have
found that the stronger the feeling of hope in the face of climate change in environmental
high school education, is linked to proactive engagement (Li and Monroe, 2019; Ojala,
2012a). However, some studies relate hope to a weaker motivation for action (Hasan-Aslih
et al., 2018). According to Ojala (2007b), this occurs among students when hope is
interpreted as denial of the seriousness of climate change, combined with a low degree of
worry. This emerges wishful thinking replacing agency, or an optimistic bias inhibiting
sense of responsibility for proenvironmental actions. How constructive hope can be fostered
has not yet been examined in relation to specific sustainability education, or to specific
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proactive engagement, and diverging findings call for exploratory research on the various
modes and characteristics of constructive hope.

1.3 Aim
This study explores the role of hope amid processes inherent to sustainability university
education, including the tensions between providing information, building concern and
encouraging the translation of legitimate worry about climate change into proactive
engagement (Stevenson and Peterson, 2016). The aim is to address how constructive hope
manifests among students in sustainability university education and to give practical
recommendations on how constructive hope can be fostered. To examine the role of hope as
a generative force for proactive engagement, we focus on a sample of students enrolled in
university programs related to global environmental challenges who demonstrate
multidimensional proactive engagement. The following research questions are addressed:

RQ1. What are the characteristics of constructive hope fostering proactive engagement
among students enrolled in university programs related to global environmental
problems?

RQ2. How do students enrolled in university programs related to global environmental
problems perceive that constructive hope could be fostered?

By bridging the two research questions, we reveal ways students perceive that their
education empowers or hinders their ability to develop constructive hope and maintain
proactive engagement in the long term.

2. A framework for constructive hope
This inquiry is guided by Snyder’s (2000) theory of hope and Lazarus and Folkman’s (1984)
theory of coping strategies. Snyder’s theory guides the outline of the characteristics and
modalities of constructive hope, while the theory of coping strategies allows for an analysis
of participants experiences and reflections on constructive hope. The framework used here
is not exhaustive of the notion of constructive hope, given the diversity in cognitive,
behavioral and emotional conceptualizations of hope. The two theories were selected based
on Webb’s (2007) conceptualization of different modes of hoping. We made the assumption
that students’ university enrollments demonstrate resolute hope, a mode of hoping
characterized by proactive engagement despite the overall perception of an unlikely
desirable future (Webb, 2007). Snyder’s theory is especially relevant to explore the inner
characteristics and modalities of this form of resolute hope. It involves an interrelated
system of goal-directed thinking with four components: goal setting, pathway thinking,
agency thinking and emotional reinforcement. Pathway thinking refers to the ability of
conceiving means to attain a certain goal, whereas agency thinking refers to the capability
of executing these means. These goal-pursuit cognitions cause emotions, resulting in a
reinforcing relationship between cognitions and emotions (Snyder et al., 2002).

Lazarus and Folkman’s framework can be used to situate hope in the face of climate
change into a wider emotional spectrum and sheds lights on its interlinkages with proactive
engagement (Ojala, 2012b). Coping can be understood as “cognitive and behavioral efforts to
manage specific external and internal demands that are appraised as taxing or exceeding
the resources of the person” (Lazarus and Folkman, 1984, p. 141). Different coping strategies
coexist and modulate subjects’ responses to threats. The problem-focused coping strategy
consists of addressing and trying to act upon the stressor or the driver of the negative
emotions, whereas emotion-focused coping strategy aims at regulating or eradicating the
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negative emotions themselves (Lazarus and Folkman, 1984). For the case of climate change,
these two coping strategies often appear unsustainable as they imply denial of negative
emotions and disengagement from actions (Ojala, 2012b). Meaning-focused coping
strategies involve finding meaning based on values and beliefs (Ojala, 2012c) and are
especially relevant for problems which seem unsolvable but demand active involvement
such as environmental problems (Folkman and Moskowitz, 2000). Meaning-focused coping
is not about alleviating negative emotions (Stevenson and Peterson, 2016), but rather
acknowledging them while consciously focusing on positive trends, building resources and
fostering a proactive stance toward the stressors (Greenglass and Letterman, 2002). Taken
together, the theories of Snyder and Lazarus and Folkman allow for an in-depth and
multidimensional analysis of constructive hope.

3. Study design
This is a qualitative study on constructive hope building on interviews with university
students that were conducted as part of a master’s thesis (Vandaele, 2020) and analyzed
further for this article.

3.1 Interviews
3.1.1 Participant recruitment: self-report survey. Investigating hope among students
enrolled in university programs related to global environmental problems is motivated by
several factors. First, the academic orientation of the respondents’ programs lead to the
assumption that they have awareness about climate change. This assumption is critical
given that knowledge is a crucial factor in predicting proenvironmental behaviors (Meinhold
and Malkus, 2005). Second, it was deduced that students enrolled in such university
programs acknowledge the existence of climate change and are worried about it. This
reduces the risk of including students that adhere to hope based on denial (Ojala, 2012c). Due
to intense exposure to messages about climate change, these students are particularly
vulnerable to feelings of hopelessness, pessimism, existential anxiety and chronic stress
(Chiras, 2004).

A multiple-choice online survey was used to recruit participants, designed based on
existing questionnaires measuring collective proenvironmental behaviors [2]. The survey
was distributed through social media and email to students enrolled in three different
master’s programs at Lund University, Sweden, as well as from Climate-KIC students
enrolled in various European university programs related to global environmental
challenges. The aggregation of answers provided a simplified performance index of the level
of hope, despair, individual (e.g. transportation, diet and material consumption habits) and
collective (e.g. involvement in social movements, activism and participation in political
action campaigns) proenvironmental actions. This was used to recruit students with the
highest indices of proactive engagement for participation in the interviews. Proactive
engagement is here defined as the combination of academic (enrollment in a university
program related to environmental sustainability), individual and collective engagement,
corresponding to the individual and collective proenvironmental actions described above.
Because the interviewees were selected mainly from Lund University, the sample is context-
specific and student’s replies are oriented toward the characteristics of their present
university. More case studies are needed to compare our findings with other university
programs, and other geographical and cultural contexts.

3.1.2 Interview design. Following an in-depth and qualitative method, the interview
design aimed to produce detailed, nuanced and rich descriptions of the phenomenon rather
than generalizable results (Bryman, 2012). Among the 61 respondents who participated in
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the survey, a sample of 20 candidates with the highest performance index was contacted via
email for interviews, among which 13 were willing to participate. Semistructured qualitative
interviews were applied to extract data relating to experience, cognitive characteristics and
the emotional motivational character of hope. The interview guide included 13 open-ended
questions based on Lazarus and Folkman’s theory of coping strategies and Snyder’s theory
of hope. A pilot interview was conducted, followed by 13 interviews with young adults ages
21–34 years old. The gender imbalance (2 male participants and 11 female participants)
corresponds to the on average higher female attendance to university courses related to
environmental sustainability, compared to male. Interviews were conducted in English,
which was not the mother tongue of all participants, but was the formal language of their
university programs. Caution was taken in formulations and to ensure that interviewees had
time to express themselves. Their identity is kept anonymous. Each interview lasted
between 1 and 2 hours and was audio-recorded and transcribed.

3.1.3 Analysis. A protocol inspired by grounded theory was applied to construct data
from the interviews. The transcripts were closely read and coded in a process of initial
coding based on the theoretical framework developed in Section 2, and the classification
schemes from other studies on hope among young adults (Li and Monroe, 2018; Ojala,
2007a). The coding scheme enabled the emergence of high-significance and high-frequency
themes through an iterative process. The codes were contextualized by theoretical sampling
to refine the categories representing the overarching themes, with emerging subcategories,
and exemplifying quotes.

4. Results
4.1 Characteristics of constructive hope
The results are presented according to Snyder’s four characteristics of hope. For each
category, different themes are illustrated with direct quotes.

4.1.1 Goal setting. Interviewees predominantly demonstrated goal-oriented modes of
hoping, and they considered the hopeful future they envision as a possible and desirable
collective goal, yet unlikely to be reached. Most interviewees expressed major contradictions
concerning their strong belief in that human beings can construct a new way of living as
agents of their destiny. Some participants also embraced a more existential form of hope, for
example, one interviewee stated: “ultimately, in the end, it’s going to be okay. I guess that’s
what hope is to me.”

Most participants demonstrated an ability to depict a desirable future through visioning
and recognize the potential of vision as a “powerful tool to at least have something to strive
for.” In general, the most commonly expressed desirable vision was a future unthreatened
by environmental problems, free of global injustices, with a larger focus on values (e.g.
justice, equality, democracy, freedom, compassion, embracement of complexity and
harmonywith nature) than onmaterial concerns.

4.1.2 Pathway thinking. Participants expressed the importance of trust in actors in
society to generate pathways towards their desired future. Various subthemes were
identified. Most importantly, all participants referred to some form of trust in the collective
human potential, i.e. “the diversity and the creativity of people in facing all these challenges.”
Some interviewees referred to a more basic trust in humanity at large considering history, the
ingenuity of human beings and their inherent goodness. Social movements also represent a
frequently identified pathway to a desired future. Most interviewees mentioned mitigated trust
or lack of trust in political actors, and instead with “more trust and hope in local government
and decision-makers.”While the role and responsibility of academia was generally emphasized
among participants, some expressed a lacking trust in science because of its questionable
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neutrality, academic ivory towers and the myth of technological progress. They expressed
various levels of trust in younger generations and recognized a rising awareness among peers
over the past years, but also shared their doubts concerning if this awareness translates into
action. A significant skepticism surrounded private sector actors, while interviewees expressed
solid trust in the potential of nongovernmental environmental organizations, which as one
interviewee put it “remind the governments of their commitments.” Some mentioned trust in
key representatives for movements (e.g. Greta Thunberg). Art was also mentioned as an
important potential to explore and change perspective on the complexity of wicked problems.
Finally, some participants demonstrated a lack of pathway thinking towards a hopeful future,
as they sometimes struggled to identify “the ways that we could arrive to a society with such
characteristics.” Overall, interviewees’ answers contained recurrent contradictions concerning
identified workable routes to desired future.

4.1.3 Agency thinking. The importance of a sense of agency was widely recognized by
participants. One interviewee said that “people get anxiety over climate change because
they lack control over the issue.” All participants expressed trust in one’s own ability to
contribute to climate change mitigation through professional engagement, even though
various degrees of self-confidence were expressed. In addition, most participants expressed
trust in their own ability to contribute to climate change mitigation through collective
actions, and by raising awareness through their private networks. Participants also
expressed trust in their ability to contribute to climate change mitigation through individual
actions, however, with smaller impact e.g. “[. . .] but compared to the effects that I can have
through my work, I don’t think they are that big.” Finally, students expressed feeling
accountable as agents of change in their pursuit of knowledge acquisition and thereby
accountable in creating new social norms. Nonetheless, the fragility of agency thinking was
evident in most interviews, as participants expressed major doubts about their personal
impacts and the structural constraints they face. However, even when lacking agency
thinking, interviewees acknowledged the benefits of increased confidence in their personal
agency. Interviewees also contrasted their sense of agency on a local and global level and
overall appearedmore confident in their potential for local initiatives.

4.1.4 Emotional reinforcement. The role of emotions in fostering actions was widely
recognized by proactive students, as for example stated that emotions have been “a strong
driver in the whole journey that I’ve had through understanding climate change and
working about it.” Participants pointed out different factors influencing their emotions in
relation to action, such as peers’ influence and media communication. They also extensively
referred to teachers’ influence and the impact of knowledge acquisition on their emotions.
When asked to elaborate on the potential of negative and positive emotions in reinforcing
goal-directed behaviors, participants stated a variety of opinions and coping strategies. The
most common perspective among proactive students was ameaning-focused coping strategy,
with the recognition of e.g: “positive emotions and experiences that made me want to
continue, and even to become more proactive.”. Interestingly, interviewees emphasize the
inevitable combination of positive and negative emotions as demonstrated by: “you need
both in a way. I think you need the anger or the negative emotions as the engine starter and
the positivity is what makes the car move.” Students mainly expressed negative emotions to
underline the difficulty in escaping the paralyzing and reinforcing loop of painful emotions:

[. . .] sometimes I just have to ride through that helplessness and just feel it and let it soak in for a
bit [. . .]. I can try to pull myself out of a hopelessness and try to give myself hope, but then it just
feels disingenuous and makes me feel a bit more helpless.
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Reversely, one participant underlined the potential of negative emotions such as guilt and
anger to reinforce one’s engagement. It was evident that participants were aware of positive
emotional reinforcing loops, especially when they could see their proactive engagement
contributing to goal attainment, resulting in a sense of empowerment, a sense of meaning
and a sense of usefulness. Through these emotional loops, hope arises from engagement, as
stated:

[. . .] the more active and more proactive I became, the more it does give a sense of purpose [. . .]. It
did make me feel I was in the right place, and it was a really warming and hopeful feeling.

These mechanisms of making sense are part of the reinforcement of agency thoughts
(Snyder et al., 2002) and is also illustrated by one participant’s questioning:

[. . .] would you rather be ignorant and rather just be happily living your life without making
these decisions? I don’t think so. [. . .] Even if it does come with these heavier emotions and
feelings, at least it feels a little bit more deliberate and intentional, the way we live.

Most interviewees spontaneously mentioned reinforcing loops of negative emotions, often
through a sense of worthlessness of their personal contribution, disempowerment and
distrust in potential solutions. Furthermore, proactive students emphasized the necessity to
acknowledge and accept these negative emotions to “understand that those feelings could be
channeled towards something that could actually fuel better outcomes.” This indicates that
the profound understanding of one’s hopelessness might actually be a prerequisite for more
constructive ways to address painful emotions or reframe one’s engagement.

4.2 Transmission modalities of constructive hope in academic context
Proactive students point out various inadequacies in the promotion of hope in the academic
context and more specifically in university education. Often, interviewees explicitly depict
how “it got harder to be hopeful in the rest of the world” after their enrolment in their
university programs. The factors linked to academic inabilities to maintain hope identified
by students are here classified under four levels.

At the first level, university structure, three subthemes were identified: limited inclusion
of sustainability in other university programs, limited space to express emotions in the
academic context and a lack of investments for researching hope in sustainability university
education. Students expressed that their academic environment is not representative of the
external world and is disconnected from other university programs as “the hardest part is
they get stuck among sustainability people.” They also point out the lack of structural
initiatives to provide a welcoming space for the expression of feelings triggered by
knowledge acquisition, which in turn results in an exclusive reliance on peers for emotional
express on.

Second, at the level of the university program, interviewees described a lack of guidance
on how to personally deal with emotions and stabilize the oscillating levels of hope over
time. A student notices that “in the Master program that I study, there aren’t many spaces
[. . .] where they teach the students how to cope with this information, this knowledge that
they’re receiving.” Some of them also feel deprived of communication skills to handle
discussions with people outside their field of study and express how depressing and
stressful these can be:

[. . .] it may seem theoretically easy to do in the classroom, but then in real life, it’s much harder.
So, I think it’s maybe an unrealistic optimism that can build within [. . .] the social environment
inside the university programs.
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Issues at the course level were expressed as a missing articulation between knowledge and
practical actions, an the lack of means for teachers to nurture students’ visioning skills of
alternative futures, a lack of structural space for the collective verbalization of emotions, and a
lack of emphasis of the role of inner dimensions for climate change mitigation. The missing link
between knowledge and action was stressed and identified as an obstacle to concrete pathway
thinking and personal sense of agency, since “being more hands on practical during the program
could bringmore hope.” Interviewees also expressed troubles to depict the type of future they feel
hope for, revealing the need for further development of goal setting and projection capabilities
during the lectures. Beyond, students perceive the necessity of providing structure and time
during lectures to speak collectively about the emotional dimension of knowledge: “I think that
the freedom to express negative emotions ismissing. It’s just ‘here’s the information’, and then it’s
closed.” Finally, a few participants pointed out the lack of inclusiveness in their courses of the role
of mindsets (e.g. values, beliefs, worldviews and paradigms) and “emotions behind climate
change [. . .] that I’ve not been learning a lot about and would not have previously thought about
in getting people to change.”

Finally, three aspects of inadequacies concerning hope at the fourth level of students’
interactions emerged. First, interviewees strongly underlined their sense of disempowerment in
the face of others’ hopelessness, and how this additional pressure and anxiety inhibit their own
hope. The following quote illustrates this tendency:

With my peers, we often have sessions where we just express our feelings and emotions, and we
just speculate on how to support our friends in dealing with the emotions. Maybe [. . .] we
reinforce them amongst each other. I think that can be quite counterproductive.

Second, ethical dilemmas were often mentioned in relation to a prominent sense of guilt
resulting from contradictions between one’s behaviors and one’s knowledge and values,
which they perceive as “harmful and not very sustainable for myself, emotionally.” Third,
the lack of time and resources in their academic engagement made them feel that “there was
missing the final step that is: after incorporation of critiques, how can wemake it better?”.

5. Discussion
5.1 The nature and practice of constructive hope in academic context
5.1.1 Hope as part of an emotional process. This study shows that proactive students are
conscious of negative emotions that arise from climate change education. It suggests that
negative emotions are a potential prerequisite for individual and collective involvement in
climate change actions, in line with existing research (Smith and Leiserowitz, 2014;
Stevenson et al., 2014). Students identified how negative emotions make them inclined to
further develop their knowledge, corroborating existing studies (Yang and Kahlor, 2013).
They also described how negative emotions create deliberation over alternative behaviors
and lifestyles, in line with Zembylas (2015). Yet, proactive students perceived positive
emotions and hope in particular as absolute necessities for long-term engagement, and
positive re-appraisal as a strategy to be nurtured in parallel. This not only indicates the
value of hope to foster meaning-focused coping strategies among students but also
emphasizes the importance of explicit communication about the potential of combining
emotions to cope constructively with knowledge on sensitive topics in education.

More specifically, proactive students perceive hope as essential to support individual
emotionally viable responses for ESD. Hope is known to buffer the detrimental
consequences of worry upon psychological and physical well-being (Smart Richman et al.,
2005). Students explicitly recognize the importance of hope, but also the difficulty of
cultivating it with stability, given the various internal (e.g. other emotions) and external
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influencing factors (e.g. media, peers, context, knowledge), in line with Gillham and Reivich
(2004). Providing student with opportunities and tools to understand and collectively
discuss their emotional processes and inner transformation is vital to promote constructive
hope in the long term. Proactive students also appeared aware of the distinction between
naïve optimism and hope. They dismissed a blind belief in a positive outcome to instead
believe in the potential of a desired outcome, however imbued with anxiety about the
possibility for an undesired outcome.

5.1.2 Hope as a path to action and actions leading to hope. Hope has promising potential
to facilitate proactive meaning-focused coping strategies in the face of climate change and to
reinforce both individual and collective environmental engagement (Li and Monroe, 2019;
Stevenson and Peterson, 2016). The findings further suggest that awareness of the role of
hope to turn negative emotions into proactive engagement is important for students to
sustain constructive hope. This emphasizes the necessity to educate students to enable
constructive hope, consistent with the literature (Head, 2016).

The findings demonstrate how the relationship between hope and active engagement is
iterative and mutually reinforcing, rather than casual (Ojala 2007a, 2007b), which the
students also were aware of. The idea that proenvironmental engagement leads to a form of
embodied hope is embraced by several other authors (De Cock et al., 2019; Macy and
Johnstone, 2012; O’Brien, 2018). Our study builds on Ojala’s (2007b) research on proactive
engagement providing a form of relief to students, who then live in accordance with their
conscience. Our study confirms that engagement leads to the activation of positive emotions,
such as a sense of meaning, empowerment and usefulness. These findings are consistent
with existing theories claiming that engaging toward a goal that transcends oneself results
in positive emotions (Kerret et al., 2020) and more specifically a sense of existential meaning
and purpose (Ojala, 2007b). Promoting students’ awareness of the bidirectional character of
hope and the inner benefits of personal engagement could provide additional incentives to
adopt a proactive attitude toward sustainability challenges in general.

5.2 Implications for educational methods and academic communication
Based on interview findings and literature, we suggest the following principles on how to
activate potentials of innovative practices and pedagogies in university settings:

� Goal setting: Encourage group reflections on empowering objectives, articulating
and integrating global ambitions with local cases and examples of practical
implementations.

� Pathway thinking: Discuss and reinforce trust in the potential of collective action, in
the role of social movements, and in younger generations.

� Agency thinking: Promote the integration of education with professional
engagement, deconstruct and combine the ideas of individual versus collective
responsibilities and actions, emphasize the importance of communication, and align
actions with values.

� Emotional reinforcement: Explain the different coping strategies (promote value-
based coping in contrast to problem- or solution-based strategies) and verbalize the
emotional consequences of education on students’well-being.

We outline potential interventions at different levels of university education below as
suggested by interviewees, including at the structural, program, course and students’
interactions levels (Table 1). These should be adjusted to specific university contexts (SDSN,
2017).
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Table 1.
Recommended
approaches to foster
constructive hope
and proactive
engagement in
university programs
related to global
environmental
problems

Level of implication General recommendations Practical suggestions

Structural level of
university

� Research on turning
negative emotions into
constructive attitude and
action

� Further research on climate anxiety,
emotions triggered by education and
communication, role of education for
action

� Recognition of the emotional
dimension of knowledge

� Courses, seminar or other student
platform on climate emotions

� Alignment of university’s
attitudes with students’
values

� Establish sustainability office and
clear sustainability policy
Divest from fossil fuels

University program
level

� Interactions with external
actors and across university
programs

� Cross program lecture/course on how
different university fields have the
potential to contribute to mitigating
climate change

� Field trips, internships, and expert’s
interventions

� Partnerships with external
stakeholders for thesis

� Codevelop learning
outcomes: critical thinking
and positive, creative
reappraisal

� Balance of critical perspective with
celebration of successful cases

� Focus on local cases

� Strategies for turning
negative emotions into
constructive attitudes

�Additional module or extracurricular
activity on how to deal with emotions

� Internal supporting structures for
students facing climate anxiety (e.g.
seminars, office or group therapy)

Course level � Provide space to express
emotions in relation to class

� Regular sessions (optional or
extracurricular) to discuss emotional
processes and coping strategies openly

� Link theoretical learning to
practical implications

� Include practical, solution-oriented
perspectives: case studies and real-
world projects

� Leverage students’ collective
future visions

� Encourage students’ collective
visioning and reflections on
alternative futures (inspiration from
utopian and critical hope)

� Facilitate interactions
between teachers and
students

� Provide opportunities for personal
conversations between students and
between teachers and students

� Teachers’ personal proactive
engagement

� Reflexive discussion about the role
and co-existence of research versus
activism, academic learning and
active engagement

Students’ interactions
level

� Reinforce community spirit
and encourage students’
emotional expression

� Promote supportive community and
cooperation among students

� Organize class trips, regular group
activities

� Facilitate social activities from the
beginning of the university program

� Encourage students’
personal proactive
engagement

� Provide avenues to get engaged in
extracurricular pro-environmental
collective actions and practical
projects
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At the structural level of the university, reinforcing students’ trust in academia could be
strengthened through deliberating on the alignment of universities’ values with students’
values and interest in the long term. Universities could make strategic decisions to fund
research to explore the role of emotions and anxiety in relation to environmental challenges
and education (Stevenson and Peterson, 2016).

University programs can implement and share experiences between programs about
transformative education approaches (e.g. parallel nurturing of proactive engagement and
collective visioning) (Monroe et al., 2017). The balance of a critical perspective, with the
celebration of small victories as part of long-term visions can encourage students to develop
attainable subgoals and promote a sense of agency (Ojala, 2017) and to link theoretical
learning with practical implications and engagement with external actors (Ojala, 2016a).
Implementing a module or new platform for students on how to deal with emotions like
anxiety could contribute to the verbalization and coping (Biesta, 2015). Academic staff could
be taught how to identify personally unsustainable (i.e. problem-focused) coping strategies
among their students and to transition toward alternative strategies (Ojala, 2016b).

Course content could provide further opportunities to reflect upon future scenarios
(Hicks, 2014) and to understand how critical consideration of the present can help envision a
desirable future (Ojala, 2016b; Wiek et al., 2011). This could be facilitated with a focus on
local scale, as students tend to view global futures more negatively (Threadgold, 2012). The
findings suggest that university educators should be more conscious of how they infuse or
annihilate students’ hope. Facilitated interactions between teachers and students also play a
key role in creating hope, enabling communication around emotions and opportunities to
clarify pathway and agency thinking. Our findings reinforce Ojala’s (2012c) argument that
emotions should be perceived as key implications of learning and be given more space to
discuss openly. Teachers could promote constructive coping and deactivate debilitating
strategies through critical small group discussions, consistently with a pluralistic approach
of education. This would provide space to confront and handle negative emotions and
highlight the complex entanglements of positive and negative emotions, rather than
distancing or ignoring them (Oettingen, 2012).

At the level of students’ interactions, reinforcing social cohesion and communion
between students could lead to the reinforcement of mutual emotional and agency support
(Fielding, 2014). A certain degree of interpersonal trust is essential for education to be
personally transformative (Wals, 2015), and interconnectedness with peers is a relational
teaching tactic to invite but not impose change on students (Keating, 2016). Community
spirit among students develops other learning outcomes, such as the ability to
constructively discuss about conflicting views and the transgression of one’s behavior,
which in turn fosters hope (Ojala, 2017). Students should also be encouraged to engage
outside the classroom and to practice transformative learning during extracurricular time,
not only through changing norms but also through getting involved in collective actions and
practical projects (Ojala, 2016a). Importantly, promoting agency at the level of individual
consumer behavior is not sufficient to sustain long-term constructive hope and engagement
(Ojala, 2017).

6. Conclusion
This study explores the multifaceted concept of hope in its complexity among university
students, recognizing the cognitive, emotional and behavioral dimensions. Through
identifying the performative potential of constructive hope, this study sheds light on how
students perceive and experience the role of education for fostering hope and provides
practical implications in higher education. While the focus of this study is on climate anxiety
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among a limited and homogenous group of students, the findings and recommendations are
relevant for wider university education, as well as for other educational initiatives dealing
with societal and environmental threats.

This study builds on the view that constructive hope is a positive emotion and an
existential necessity to navigate waters of uncertainties and global environmental
threats, without falling into cynicism or passivity. Constructive hope is a coping
mechanism in the face of negative emotions triggered by the messages and knowledge
on climate and ecological crisis that students are exposed to on a regular basis. In brief,
it helps them dealing more sustainably with their emotions on a subjective basis.
Constructive hope is here also presented as a path to proactive engagement, which
presents a tangible, embodied and practiced form of hope, grounded in the vision of
desirable, yet possible, futures, and collectively outlined pathways to reach these
futures.

We want to emphasize that to integrate psychological studies on constructive hope into
ESD and transformative education for sustainability at large, these should be combined
with theoretical perspectives from other social science disciplines with theory and practice
that can target institutions, structures, norms and power. Future research could take a more
fine-tuned approach to understanding how particular university programs, courses or
teaching strategies for sustainability fosters constructive hope, as well as the relation to
specific areas of action such as social movements, activism, legal mobilization,
organizational leadership and political engagement. As academic staff are not exempt from
climate anxiety, and suffer from, e.g. feelings of laying a burden on their students (Jimenez
and Moorhead, 2021; Verlie, 2019), future studies could also explore constructive hope
among sustainability university teachers.

Importantly, constructive hope needs to be put into context with underlying goals for
sustainability education. This includes the normative underpinnings and ideologies of
different approaches taught in sustainability education, including critique and solutions for
sustainability problems. Schools of thought for sustainability stem from different theoretical
standpoints that sometimes oppose each other (e.g. ideas of green growth vs degrowth). ESD
needs to further and more critically engage with what type of action should be fostered.
Tracing specific theories, disciplines and pedagogies to specific areas of action in social life
will make studies of constructive hope more meaningful and impactful. ESD is in itself
arguably a narrow paradigm for education (Kopnina, 2020). Some of the most critical and
fundamental challenges of our time such as developing alternative economic models,
combating structural inequality and uncovering power dynamics can be overshadowed by
the need to fulfill the sustainable development goals. Constructive hope could instead be
further developed with inspirations from alternative educational models (e.g. indigenous
learning and ecological citizenship education) (Kopnina, 2020).

Constructive hope should be cultivated in university education at multiple levels by
fostering: a sense of community; discussion and visions of the future; a sense of agency at
the individual, collective and professional level; trust toward external actors; and providing
space for emotional expression. Students enrolled in programs related to global
environmental challenges will be the next generation providing actions and solutions for
climate and global environmental concerns. Higher education institutions need to
acknowledge the potential of engaging with the inner dimensions of students as change
agents and to provide the support required to develop constructive hope. Hope and action
are not mutually exclusive, hope provides incentive for action, and action provides a vehicle
for hope.
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Notes

1. “But I don’t want your hope. I don’t want you to be hopeful. I want you to panic. I want you to
feel the fear I feel every day, and then I want you to act.” Greta Thunberg. Our House Is On Fire -
Jan 25, 2019. The World Economic Forum. Davos, Switzerland.

2. This includes levels of engagement in civic environmental actions (Alisat and Riemer, 2015),
environmental engagement, coping strategies and well-being (Ojala, 2012b), proenvironmental
behaviors in relation to hope, concern and despair (Stevenson and Peterson, 2016),
proenvironmental behaviors in relation to values and self-identity (Whitmarsh and O’Neill, 2010)
and a study on lifestyle choices (Wynes and Nicholas, 2017).
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